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R E P O R T

LeveLing the FieLd
What I learned from for-profit education

By Christopher R. Beha

it was the second week of UNIV 
101: University of Phoenix New Stu-
dent Orientation, and Dr. U. was 
talking about goals.

“What is goals?” she asked in her me-
lodious Polish accent. There were four 
of us in UNIV 101, me and Ty and Rob 

and Junior, and no one seemed quite 
sure what to make of the question. Thus 
far there had been little evidence of 
Socratic irony or indirection holding a 
prominent place in the pedagogical tool-
kit here at Phoenix, so if Dr. U. was 
asking what is goals? then the answer 
was almost certainly somewhere in the 
reading. Shuffling through the printouts 
in front of me, I saw it written at the top 
of a page: “Simply stated, goals are out-
comes an individual wants to achieve in 

a stated period of time.” By then, Ty’s 
hand was already up.

“Goals,” he told Dr. U., “are when 
you have something you want to ac-
complish in the future.”

Before coming to Phoenix, Ty took 
classes at Hudson Community, just on 
the other side of Interstate 78 from our 
classroom in Jersey City, but he didn’t 
like the atmosphere much, he had told 
us all the week before, in part because 
people weren’t thinking enough about 

Christopher R. Beha is an associate editor of 
Harper’s Magazine. His last article for the 
magazine, “Supernumerary,” appeared in 
the March issue. His first novel will be pub-
lished next year by Tin House Books.

Untitled, by Marc Desgrandchamps. Courtesy Zürcher Studio, New York City

Beha Final2.indd_0818   51 8/18/11   10:48 AM



52   HARPER’S MAGAZINE / OCTOBER 2011

what they wanted to accomplish in 
the future. He spoke with a Phoenix 
recruiter, and now he was trying the 
place out.

“And what kind of goals should we 
have?” Dr. U. asked hopefully.

Dr. U.’s full name is Ewa Usowicz, 
but everyone called her Dr. U. She 
earned her doctorate in management 
from Phoenix after growing up in 
Communist Poland. Behind the Iron 
Curtain, Dr. U. had experienced an 
authoritarian style of education, and 
she preferred Phoenix’s student- 
centered approach. 

Phoenix doesn’t have professors; Dr. 
U. is a “facilitator.” She is tall and pretty 
and wears her blond hair in a short and 
severe cut that makes one suspect she 
wouldn’t make such a bad authoritarian 
herself, though she does her best to ex-
ude the encouraging openness that is 
apparently required of all facilitators.

“Smart,” Dr. U. said when no one 
answered her question. “We want to 
have smart goals.” Which seemed fair 
enough. “And what is smart?”

This turned out to be another seem-
ingly abstract question whose answer was 
right there in the reading: SMART goals 
are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, 
Realistic, and Timely. It was unclear 
what beyond the mnemonic demands of 
the acronym distinguished “attainable” 
from “realistic,” so we more or less 
skipped the latter as we ran through the 
list. From there, our taxonomy continued 
to long-term versus short-term goals, 
personal versus professional. Dr. U. asked 
whether anyone wished to share a goal.

“My goal,” Rob said, “is to pass this 
orientation so I can start taking class-
es for real.”

Rob, too, studied briefly at Hud-
son, before Ty referred him to the 
Phoenix recruiter.

“And is that a short-term goal or a 
long-term goal?” Dr. U. asked.

Rob considered this.
  “If I don’t pass it’s gon- 

 na be a short-term goal.”Phoenix is the largest for-profit 
educator in the United States, and 
the country’s second-largest universi-
ty system of any kind, behind the 
State University of New York. 
Founded thirty-five years ago by a 
former San José State University hu-
manities professor named John Sper-

ling, the company went public in 
1994. Now ninety, Sperling still sits 
on the company’s board, but occu-
pies himself with other causes, such 
as drug legalization and immortality. 
He reportedly spent $20 million try-
ing to clone his girlfriend’s dog.

Since 2000, enrollment at America’s 
roughly 3,000 for-profit colleges and uni-
versities has risen from 365,000 to 1.8 
million. With revenues last year of $4.5 
billion and half a million students, the 
University of Phoenix is one of many big 
players in the “proprietary education” 
market. Education Management Corpo-
ration operates Argosy University, 
Brown Mackie College, and other 
schools in thirty-two states, with a total 
enrollment of about 158,000; DeVry, in 
addition to its better-known technical 
schools, runs degree- granting universi-
ties with a total student body of 71,000; 
the Washington Post Company– owned 
Kaplan University has about 65,000 
students, most of them studying online. 
These schools differ in many ways, but 
they have two traits in common: they 
mainly serve lower- income students, and 
they get the majority of their revenue 
from the federal government.1

Federal funding for higher education 
still follows the pattern set by the G.I. 
Bill, which Congress passed in 1944. 
The law’s emphasis on “veteran’s choice” 
meant that there were few restrictions 
on which institutions students could 
enroll in with government grants, and 
hundreds of proprietary schools—many 
transparently suspect— sprang up to 
take advantage of the policy. (Before 
this time, schools run to provide their 
owners or shareholders with profit had 
been a rarity.) Student choice remained 
the model for subsequent legislation that 
established the current financial-aid 
regimes (administered under Title IV of 
the Higher Education Act), and for most 
purposes federal education policy distin-
guishes institutions on the basis of ac-
creditation, not profit model. Currently, 
proprietary institutions educate about 
one in ten American college students 
while taking in nearly a quarter of all 
Title IV funding—$4 billion in Pell 
Grants and $20 billion in guaranteed 
loans in 2009.

All this government funding is no-
table because enrolling at for-profit 
1 In Phoenix’s case 88 percent, which is 
about the industry average.

colleges turns out to be a terrible deal 
for most students. Almost three fifths 
drop out without a degree within a 
year, and virtually all take on debt to 
help pay for their education. They 
default on their loans at about twice 
the rate of students at public colleges 
and universities and three times the 
rate of students at private ones. Those 
who graduate often wind up in low-
paying jobs, doing tasks with minimal 
connection to their degrees.

Last summer, Senator Tom Harkin 
initiated hearings on proprietary 
schools, and the Government Account-
ability Office delivered a damning report 
on the industry’s recruitment policies. 
The GAO sent undercover investigators 
to apply for admission to fifteen for-
profit colleges, Phoenix among them, 
and found that all fifteen made “decep-
tive or otherwise questionable state-
ments.” Applicants were encouraged to 
falsify their federal financial- aid forms 
and pressured to sign enrollment con-
tracts on the spot. Admissions counsel-
ors misled applicants about costs, time 
commitment, and graduation rates, and 
overstated salary potential for graduates. 
One common sleight of hand was to 
calculate a program’s duration on the 
basis of year-round study while calculat-
ing annual tuition on the basis of a 
nine-month academic year. 

But if for-profits have been unscrupu-
lous, the federal government has re-
mained an enthusiastic partner in their 
growth. In his very first speech before 
Congress as president, Barack Obama 
declared that by 2020 America would 
once again lead the world in the per-
centage of adults with college degrees. 
Obama has restated this intention in 
every major education speech he’s made 
since then.2 

About 40 percent of American adults 
have degrees today; Russia has the 
world’s highest rate at 54 percent. Beat-
ing Russia means producing an addi-
tional 40,000,000 college graduates over 
the next decade. There has been little 
explanation of why the bachelor’s de-
2 During the recent debt-ceiling crisis, Obama 
showed a willingness to cut almost every gov-
ernment social program—Medicare, Social 
Security, unemployment insurance. The one 
exception was Pell Grants. The chief aim of 
the compromise struck with Republicans in 
the House and Senate, according to the ad-
ministration, was “to protect crucial invest-
ments like aid to college students.”
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gree, for most of its existence one cre-
dential among many, should be the 
default pathway to success, but again 
and again our leaders have pointed to it 
as an intrinsic good. “I’m absolutely 
committed,” Obama said in a speech at 
the University of Texas at Austin last 
August, “to making sure that here in 
America nobody is denied a college 
education, nobody is denied a chance 
to pursue their dreams, nobody is de-
nied a chance to make the most of their 
lives.” Obama’s target might prove im-
possible to meet, but if it is going to 
happen it will mean educating a lot  
 more students at schools  
 like Phoenix.Eighty-seven million Americans 
live within ten miles of one of the 
University of Phoenix’s nearly 200 
campuses. Mine, in Jersey City, com-
prises the first and fifth floors of an 
office building beside the PATH 
train’s Newport Station, right across 
the river from lower Manhattan. The 
walkways up from the train platform 
are lined with advertisements show-
ing the Phoenix logo and the slogan 
a better future lies ahead.3 

When I arrived to register for class-
es early last fall, an admissions coun-
selor named Vaneka Livan met me in 
the first-floor student center. I’d spoken 
to Vaneka over the phone a few weeks 
earlier, telling her that I worked for a 
nonprofit publishing foundation 
(which was, strictly speaking, true) and 
that I was looking to get my college 
degree (which was not: I’d gotten a 
B.A. ten years before). She’d urged me 
to come by the campus to meet with 
her. Had I called Vaneka a month 
sooner, she would have been in line to 
earn a commission for signing me up, 
but Phoenix had just suspended its 
incentive program, after the Obama 
Administration stepped up enforce-
ment of a long- standing ban on linking 
recruiter compensation to enrollment 
numbers.4 Nonetheless, she called me 
3 For-profits allocate an enormous propor-
tion of their revenue—about one third—to 
advertising, another thing that distinguishes 
them from not-for-profit schools.
4 In 2009 Phoenix paid $78.5 million to set-
tle a federal whistleblower lawsuit that chal-
lenged its recruiting practices. In August of 
this year the Justice Department announced 
that it was pursuing a similar suit against 
Education Management Corporation.

about a half dozen times in the days 
after our first conversation with re-
minders of our appointment, directions 
to campus, and general encourage-
ments, carefully toeing the line be-
tween persistence and aggression.5 

In person, Vaneka greeted me with 
what seemed to be genuine warmth and 
enthusiasm. (Her demeanor was shared 
by nearly all the Phoenix employees I 
met over the following months, many 
of whom are themselves graduates of 
the school and thus among its success 
stories.) She led me to a small confer-
ence room off the student center, where 
we went through the steps of becoming 
a Phoenix. Students typically take 
courses one at time, and each course 
has five four-hour class sessions, which 
are held once a week. Most courses are 
three credits, so a student starting with 
no college experience and continuing 
without breaks can earn the 120 credits 
necessary for a bachelor’s degree in just 
under four years. (At current rates, 
those 120 credits will cost about 
$48,000, a bargain compared with the 
average private institution, where four 
years of college will run more than 
$100,000,6 but significantly more than 
public universities’ average of $30,420.) 
Because each class meets only five 
times, Vaneka explained, any student 
who misses two sessions will automati-
cally fail. She stressed that no refunds 
could be given.

“One day you’ll be leaving work and 
it’s going to be snowing and freezing 
cold,” she said to me, her eyes widening 
sympathetically. “And you’re going to 
want to just go home instead of getting 
on that train to class, even though 
you’ve already missed a class and going 
home means failing that course.” She let 
the seriousness of the dilemma set in. “If 
I call you on that day, what should I say 
to you to get you on that train?”

There was an odd intimacy to 
the question.

“I guess you should remind me 
why my education is important.”

“And why is that? Why is it im-
portant to you?”

5 According to the GAO report, one pro-
spective student was called more than 180 
times in one month.
6 At such schools, of course, the typical 
Phoenix student would be eligible for sub-
stantial in-house financial aid, of which 
Phoenix and its ilk offer none.

I gave her what seemed the most 
sensible response—“Because I want a 
better job with better pay”—but this 
answer clearly didn’t satisfy Vaneka.

“Is that going to get you on the train?”
I thought of the posters in the 

PATH station.
“Because I want a better future,” I 

said. “Because I owe it to myself.”
Vaneka nodded and wrote the 

words down carefully.
There seemed to be a new under-

standing between us as we sat to-
gether in front of the computer, com-
pleting my application. A brief 
informational video about responsi-
ble borrowing explained the differ-
ence between grants and loans and 
noted that the latter needed to be 
paid back even if I never earned my 
degree. Vaneka asked whether I was 
a military veteran or a member of a 
federally recognized American Indi-
an tribe, which would entitle me to 
additional government money. I gave 
the name of my high school and my 
graduating class, which was the en-
tirety of the application’s academic 
portion. No transcript was required, 
and Phoenix never contacted my 
high school to confirm the informa-
tion I gave them.

John Sperling founded Phoenix to 
educate working adults who were com-
pleting degrees already started else-
where; entering students needed to be 
at least twenty-three years old and have 
at least two years of work experience. 
But these standards were gradually re-
laxed until any student with a high 
school diploma or equivalency could 
enter. Today, many students begin hav-
ing never taken a college-level class.

Phoenix does a particularly poor job 
serving such students: while its stated 31 
percent overall graduation rate is no 
cause for pride, its first-time-student 
graduation rate is an embarrassing 12 
percent. This has become a real problem 
since the federal government now man-
dates, under new rules established by the 
Obama Education Department, that 
schools publicize to prospective students 
the percentage of freshmen who receive 
degrees within six years. With this in 
mind, Phoenix recently instituted a first-
year “general education” sequence for all 
students who come to the school with 
fewer than twenty-four credits. The pro-
gram consists of eight courses, most 
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given over to what might charitably be 
called “life skills,” rather than tradi-
tional college subjects. 

When Vaneka asked whether I had 
credits to transfer from another 
school, I told her that I was trying 
college for the first time, and she ex-
plained that I would be enrolling in 
this first-year sequence. 

Near the end of the application 
process, we arrived at a page labeled 
“recommendations,” with spaces in 
which to provide contact information. 
It occurred to me that getting a refer-
ence letter would mean enlisting an 
accomplice in my deception.

“I can just pick anyone?” I asked 
Vaneka.

“Anyone you think would be in-
terested in getting a college degree.” 

  T hey  were  a sk i ng  
 for referrals.Dr. U.’s disquisition on goals not-
withstanding, the purpose of our 
mandatory three-week orientation 
was, well, to orient us to the Phoenix 
system, which meant learning our 
way around the university’s online in-
terface. The key to Phoenix’s profit 
model, like those at so many large 
corporations, is scalability. Economies 
of scale allow for-profits to spend con-
siderably less per student on instruc-
tion than conventional universities—
an average of $3,069, compared with 
$7,534 for public universities and 
$15,215 for private ones—which in 
turn allows them to spend a healthy 
portion of each student’s tuition on 
advertising while passing on the rest 
as shareholder profit. 

In practice, this means that Phoe-
nix’s courses are designed by a corpo-
rate development team, which works 
to ensure uniformity across the sys-
tem. Course facilitators are fungible, 
the courses structured so that there 
is little difference between taking one 
online or “on ground.” Tests submit-
ted through the website may never be 
seen, let alone graded, by the person 
you encounter each week in the class-
room. Many of the other responsi-
bilities of teaching have been taken 
out of the instructors’ hands. For ex-
ample, all papers must be run through 
Phoenix’s proprietary plagiarism 
checker—which generates an origi-
nality score based on the paper’s 

similarity to published works—prior 
to submission. As the website ex-
plains, “You’ll have the chance to 
revise your paper before submitting it 
to your instructor, avoiding any un-
necessary awkward situations.” 

Vaneka had told us that the orien-
tation should be taken seriously, that 
it was possible to fail it, but it turned 
out that none of us need have wor-
ried. The only real requirement was 
to show up. Ty, Rob, Junior, and I 
were all passed through UNIV 101 to 
GEN 195: Foundations of University 
Studies, our first credit-bearing course 
at Phoenix. We were joined there by 
sixteen other students, whose orien-
tation had been led by Dr. Linda 
Price, who was also the facilitator of 
GEN 195. The other students ranged 
in age from their early twenties to 
their forties. Most had children.

 Mike had taken a job with the city 
right out of high school, back in the 
Eighties. He’d put in enough years to 
start collecting his pension, and he 
planned to start a second career. “In 
the old days,” he said, “you could get a 
good job with a high school diploma, 
but it’s not really that way anymore.”

Wilson was just out of the Army. His 
English wasn’t good, and he seemed 
terrified to be speaking in front of a full 
classroom, even as he told us about 
serving tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
The Army was paying for him to get an 
education, he said. It would be a waste 
not to take advantage of that.

Ebony had dropped out of high 
school to start a modeling career. 
When that didn’t pan out, she got her 
GED and a job as a receptionist at a 
financial firm, but the place closed dur-
ing the downturn, so now she was back 
in school. 

Paul was into graphic design, Web 
stuff. He’d gotten a certificate right 
across Journal Square, at the Chubb 
Institute, but he wanted to run his 
own company, and he’d come to Phoe-
nix for a business degree. 

Maria was the only person in the 
room dressed for an office job. She told 
us that she’d put her daughter through 
college, and now it was her turn. 

John was doing social work. “Helping 
at-risk kids, kids that put themselves on 
the wrong road. I’m trying to keep them 
out of prison. You’ve got to have the 
degree to get your license, though.”

“Well, I guess we’re in competition,” 
Jackie said. “I work with the people who 
are already in prison. Drug counseling. 
Drugs, you know? It’s a terrible thing 
what they do to a person’s life. I already 
have my CASAC,7 but for a lot of jobs 
you need the bachelor’s. Anyway, it’s 
recession-proof. People are always going 
to be taking drugs, messing up, getting 
themselves in trouble. But it’s been a 
long time since I’ve been in a class-
room, if you want to know the truth, so 
I’m pretty nervous about it.”

“What about you, Flow?” Dr. Price 
asked the young woman sitting across 
from me.

“I’m Flow,” Flow said.
“Do you want to add anything else 

about yourself?”
Flow smiled uneasily.
“Not really.”
Taken together, my classmates con-

firmed a generally agreed-upon fact 
about proprietary schools: they serve a 
population that struggles with conven-
tional education. To critics like Senator 
Harkin, this means that for-profits take 
advantage of those in the worst position 
to identify a scam, and those who can 
least afford to be taken in by one. But to 
the schools’ defenders, it means that 
they offer opportunities to those whom 
the rest of American higher education 
has served poorly— or shut out entirely. 
At the time of Harkin’s hearings, the 
New York Times reported that hundreds 
of students from for-profit colleges were 
marching outside the Capitol in T-shirts 
that read my education. my job. my 
choice. Jesse Jackson and other civil 
rights leaders contacted Education Sec-
retary Arne Duncan to object to pro-
posed “gainful employment” rules, 
which would measure graduates’ income 
against their debt load and disqualify 
from funding schools whose ratios are 
out of line. Jackson worried that the 
rules would harm lower-income and 
minority students. Former Clinton spe-
cial counsel Lanny Davis, now employed 
by a for-profit education trade group, 
went a step further, suggesting that sin-
gling out proprietary schools had “the 
uncomfortable look and feel of disparate 
class and racial treatment.” 

Seventeen of the twenty students 
in my class were black or Hispanic; 
7 Credentialed Alcoholism and Substance 
Abuse Counselor certificate, pronounced, 
by Jackie at least, “kay sack.”
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everyone seemed uncomfortable in 
the classroom. Some, like Jackie, 
claimed to have overcome this dis-
comfort because the jobs they wanted 
required a degree, but most seemed 
drawn by less concrete forces.

Once we were all introduced, Dr. 
Price told us about the course we were 
beginning. Where orientation had 
been a kind of flyover of subjects like 
time management and goal setting, 
GEN 195 would really get down and 
dirty with these things. The first chap-
ter of our textbook, Your College Experi-
ence, was entitled “Exploring Your Pur-
pose for Attending College,” and that’s 
where we would begin. It seemed 
strange to me that a credit-bearing col-
lege course should be dedicated to tell-
ing students why they should go to 
college, but the entire first-year se-
quence turns out to be an almost sur-
real riff on the socialization process of 
higher education, where secondary 
characteristics of college graduates be-
come the actual subjects of the courses. 
Having read in Your College Experience 
that graduates have better health out-
comes, students could look forward a 
few weeks down the line to tackling 
topics like “optimal body weight” and 
“the rewards of physical fitness” in SCI 
163: Elements of Health and Wellness. 
Having discovered that college gradu-
ates are more responsible borrowers, 
students could look forward to FP 120: 
Essentials of Personal Finance, in 
which we would come to “recognize the 
advantages and disadvantages of credit 
cards.” To call this material “remedial” 
would imply that such information 
would usually be considered part of a 
pre-college curriculum in the first place. 
Instead, it is emblematic of the basic 
confusion of correlation and causation 
that animates our obsessive drive to 
increase graduation rates. Because col-
lege graduates exhibit a collection of 
socially beneficial traits, we have come 
to believe that the development of 
these traits is college’s primary purpose. 
Even more dubiously, we have come to 
believe that merely handing out degrees 
will disseminate these benefits.

“College is the primary way in which 
people achieve ‘upward social mobili-
ty,’ ” Dr. Price read from the text. “Re-
ceiving a college degree helps ‘level the 
playing field’ for everyone. A college 
degree can minimize or eliminate dif-

ferences due to background, race, eth-
nicity, family income level, national 
origin, immigration status, family lin-
eage, and personal connections.

“It used to be there were lots of good 
jobs you could get without a college 
degree,” she added a bit more directly. 
“Those jobs don’t exist anymore.” 

“Excuse me,” a voice called out from 
the back for the room. “I have to dis-
agree here.”

“Why is that, Ebony?” Dr. Price asked.
“See, I’m the kind of girl who can 

talk my way into anything. When I 
started my job, I was just answering 
phones. But I told them, You need me 
here. I got to the point where I was 
making more than $40,000, and I was 
only twenty-five years old.”

“Well, all right, Ebony,” Dr. Price 
said. “But you’re here, right? So you 
recognize that there’s something that 
you want that you can’t get without a 
college degree. Why don’t we talk a bit 
more about our purpose? Let’s talk about 
what motivates us to be here. What’s 
going to keep us coming in even when 
it’s hard to do? What is going to keep 
you at it?”

She was asking the same question 
Vaneka had been asking me a few 
weeks before: What is your personal 
stake in all this?

“I want to do it for my kids,” Wilson 
said. Four or five others nodded at this.

“I’ve already done a lot for my kids,” 
said Maria. “I want to do this for myself.”

“What about you, Jackie?” Dr. Price 
asked.

Jackie was quiet for a moment.
“I’ve got this cousin, you know? She’s 

real sick with cancer, dying. She’s the 
most honest, caring person I ever met. I 
go to visit her, and I think of all the stuff 
I’ve messed up in life, all the trouble I’ve 
gotten myself into. Messing around with 
drugs and making bad choices. I should 
be in prison, you know? I should be dead. 
I’d give anything to be the one there in 
the hospital bed instead of her. She 
should have all these years left of her life. 
I don’t deserve to have them. But that’s 
not up to me, you know? The only thing 
I can do is try to make something of 
these years I’ve got that she doesn’t have. 
So I think about her.”

“Okay,” said Dr. Price. “Thank you, 
Jackie. It sounds like you’ll have some 
real motivation. What about you, Flow?”

Flow shook her head.
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“I’m just trying to keep my parents 
off my back.”

Later, Flow gave me a somewhat dif-
ferent version of why she wound up at 
Phoenix. She wanted to be a cartoonist, 
she said, and she’d been taking some 
multimedia classes at Essex County Col-
lege. There was a girl there, and Flow fell 
pretty hard for her. “I was crazy in love,” 
Flow said. But it didn’t work out. “My 
heart was broken,” she said. “I lost a lot 
of motivation to do stuff. I stopped going 
to school and I was just around the 
house a lot. My parents were bugging. 
So I went online and looked at some 
different places, just sort of curious about 
it. And then this guy from Phoenix 
called up, Rafael, and he started talking 
to me about it. I didn’t think much about 
it, but then he kept calling, a bunch of 
times, and kept talking to me.” 

Flow smiled at me.
“I started having these dreams. I 

dreamt about what school would be 
like. I dreamt about what kind of girls 
would be there. And in my dreams, 
everything looked real nice. And I 
don’t know, I tried to ignore it, but I 
kept having these dreams. And then 
Rafael called again. Man, he called a  
 lot of times. And I told  
 him, Sure, I’d give it a try.”Four straight hours in any class-
room will get tedious, but four hours 
in a classroom engaged in the recur-
sive process of discussing motivation, 
goal-setting, and the other skills 
needed to survive four hours in the 
classroom is particularly numbing. 
The students in GEN 195 could have 
been forgiven for coming to believe 
about college what they had likely al-
ready felt about high school, which is 
that it was a thing to be endured, not 
incidentally but essentially, that en-
durance was the quality being tested 
and cultivated. And to some extent, 
they would be right. Even more than 
critical thinking or time manage-
ment, what the white-collar economy 
requires from most workers is the abil-
ity to spend the bulk of their waking 
hours completing tasks of no inherent 
importance or interest to them, to 
show up every day, and to not com-
plain overmuch about it.

Most of my classmates were working 
full-time, tending to families at home, 
doing their coursework where they 

could, and once a week going to class 
from six to ten at night. Entirely ab-
sent from those classes was any sense 
that learning could be exciting, or 
even valuable for its own sake, and 
absent this sense only the strongest-
willed could stick with such a schedule 
for four years. 

The strain became clear in our 
third week, when we went over the 
midterm exam. The test was multiple 
choice, open-book, untimed, and fair. 
Dr. Price had gone to great lengths to 
emphasize this last point. “I get stu-
dent evaluations after each class, and 
the one thing everyone says is that 
the tests may be tough, but they’re 
fair.” She went so far as to print out 
these student evaluations and pass 
them around the room while we re-
viewed. It was an oddly defensive ges-
ture, especially since she’d had noth-
ing to do with the design of the exam, 
which would be taken that year by 
tens of thousands of GEN 195 stu-
dents taught by thousands of facilita-
tors in forty states. 

The test was made available on the 
course’s website after the end of our 
second class and was due before the 
beginning of our third. Beforehand, 
we were given a study guide that listed 
the exact pages in the reading from 
which the questions would be taken. 
Typical questions included: “College 
is important today because: a) New 
technologies are changing the work-
place; b) It provides earning power; c) 
It prepares citizens for leadership roles; 
d) All of the above.” As soon as we 
submitted the exam it was graded and 
the score was posted back to us.

The results were demoralizing.
“How did everyone feel about how 

it went?” Dr. Price asked. “Did every-
one think it was fair?”

“It was harder than I thought it would 
be,” Rob said. “I guess I didn’t really leave 
myself enough time to do it.”

“I didn’t do good,” Wilson said. “I 
need to study more. To work more.”

“I studied a lot for this test,” said 
Jackie, defensively.

“And how did you do?”
“Terrible. I did terrible. I feel very 

disappointed.”
“But did you all agree it was fair?”
The room was quiet. Naturally, this 

emphasis on fairness, that students 
had no one but themselves to blame, 

made the feeling of failure all the 
more acute. So, too, did all the time 
spent in the previous two weeks enu-
merating the advantages of a college 
degree, and the insupportable lot of 
those without one, since this test  
  suggested that the goal  
  might be out of reach.Assuming our class was statisti-
cally representative, one or two of the 
nineteen people who were in the room 
with me that day will eventually earn 
a degree. Four or five will default on 
their student loans. It may be that 
most of the others will be little worse 
off for their time at Phoenix. The 
hopes they expressed—to make their 
children proud, to prove their own 
worth to themselves, to redeem past 
mistakes, to have a better life—will be 
redirected elsewhere. Perhaps it will 
come to seem strange to them that sit-
ting in a classroom—something they 
nearly universally admitted that they’d 
never before enjoyed in their lives—
had briefly held such promise.

Those one or two who get degrees 
and otherwise would have been shut 
out of the system may justify the cost 
of letting schools like Phoenix occupy 
such a prominent place in our educa-
tional landscape. What isn’t clear is 
how many Americans understand that 
this is the bargain we’ve signed up for: 
throwing enormous resources at plac-
es like Phoenix so that they can grad-
uate one or two out of every twenty 
entering freshmen. 

When it comes to degree attain-
ment, we spent much of the last cen-
tury picking low-hanging fruit— 
increasing educational access for 
women, minorities, immigrants, and 
lower- income students who had been 
kept out of college for arbitrary and 
unjust reasons. We now do an excellent 
job making sure that everyone has ac-
cess to higher education, continuing to 
lead the world by a wide margin in the 
percentage of high school graduates 
who spend some time in college. If 
we’ve fallen behind in awarding de-
grees, it’s because we also lead the 
world, again by a wide margin, in the 
percentage of college students who 
drop out.

If the system fails these students, it 
does so in many cases long before 
they step into a college classroom. 
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Less than a quarter of New York’s 
public high school graduates are 
deemed college-ready.8 The adminis-
trators of the ACT exam estimate 
that about half of America’s high 
school graduates are prepared for 
college-level reading. Charged with 
raising their graduation rates, institu-
tions like Phoenix can either raise 
admissions standards, thereby cutting 
off access to the most vulnerable stu-
dents, or lower curricular standards, 
making their degree worth even less 
than it is now.

Seen in this light, it might be more 
troubling if the college dropout rate 
were negligible, as that would suggest 
we weren’t taking enough risks getting 
students to college or weren’t chal-
lenging them once they got there. 
Conversely, one way to ensure that no 
one who belongs in college gets denied 
the opportunity is to give everyone a 
spot and see who sinks and who swims. 
In fact, this is more or less what we do 
now, and our dropout rates are as 
much a reflection of this fact as any-
thing else. 

America’s higher-education system 
has many legitimate problems, but one 
problem not of its making is that we 
expect it to fix an endless array of 
complicated social problems. In The 
Academic Revolution, sociologists 
Christopher Jencks and David Ries-
man caution against the assumption 
that because the poor underperform 
on tests, those tests are “unfair” to the 
poor. “Life is unfair to the poor. Tests 
merely measure the results.” If you 
make them tell us otherwise, all you’ve 
done is made a bad test. 

I was reminded of this on our last 
day of class, when we went over our 
final exam. The mood was roughly the 
same as it had been when we’d gone 
over our midterms.

“Did people feel better this time?” 
Dr. Price asked.

“Not really,” Jackie said.
“But did you think the test was fair?”

8 There is one sector of American higher ed-
ucation with even worse graduation num-
bers than for-profit schools: public two-year 
colleges. These schools share an essential 
feature with most for-profits, which is open 
admission. All New York City high school 
graduates, for example, are guaranteed ad-
mission in one of City University’s associ-
ate’s degree programs; 75 percent do remedi-
al work when they get there.

People seemed less convinced this 
time. What they knew was that they 
had done everything they had been 
told to do. They had sat through all 
the classes and finished all the  
 homework, and now they  
 expected results.Suppose we were able to reach 
Obama’s goal—or even the College 
Board’s slightly less ambitious goal of 
55 percent degree attainment by 
2025—simply by improving retention 
numbers, converting some chunk of 
the approximately 500,000 students 
who drop out of college each year into 
graduates. That would still leave 45 
percent of the adult population with-
out college degrees. The outlook for 
that 45 percent— the “forgotten half,” 
as some social scientists call them—is 
unremittingly grim. In the past forty 
years, the country’s labor market has 
grown by more than 60 million jobs, 
but the number of jobs held by people 
with no postsecondary education ac-
tually decreased. 

A report published this year by Har-
vard’s Graduate School of Education 
suggests that the chief factor holding 
this population back is precisely the 
“college for all” mentality. The authors 
of the report advocate directing re-
sources to occupational certificates 
and other non-degree-based programs 
that prepare students for “middle skill” 
jobs— electricians, police officers, con-
struction managers, health-care 
workers— jobs that are difficult or im-
possible to outsource. These jobs re-
quire more than a high school diploma 
but something less than—or other 
than—a college degree. Such training 
has been a prime casualty of the 
Obama Administration’s degree obses-
sion: the president’s proposed 2012 
budget will increase overall education 
spending but cut funding for voca-
tional and technical schools by 20 
percent. Meanwhile, more and more 
students are pursuing master’s and 
other graduate degrees to distinguish 
themselves from typical college gradu-
ates, resulting in what some have 
called a “credentials race.”

The Harvard report recommends 
that America follow the model of 
Northern and Western European 
countries that have robust apprentice-
ship and non-degree programs. Some 

of these countries, like Germany, move 
students out of degree tracks at a young 
age, cutting off the prospect of college 
for many. But other countries, like 
Finland and Denmark, maintain stu-
dent choice. Many students opt for 
vocational training because they aren’t 
told that college is the only ticket to 
success. These countries feel no need 
to pretend that everyone can be a col-
lege student, since they have already 
committed to taking care of both the 
winners and the losers in society. Nor 
is it a coincidence that Russia—the 
country with the highest degree attain-
ment, the country Obama would like 
us to spend the next ten years chasing 
after—is also one of the few developed 
countries with an income dis- 
 parity comparable to that  
 of the United States.A few months after our course 
ended I gave Flow a call to see how 
her education was coming. She’d 
stuck with it, she said, and she was 
now taking her fifth class, on using 
social media. She was halfway 
through the first-year sequence. Six 
other students had made it with her 
through the first semester.

“Each class,” she said, “it seems 
like we lose one or two people. The 
work is hard, but, you know, I’m still 
getting through it, I guess.”

Flow mentioned that Jackie was 
among the people still studying 
with her. When I spoke with Jackie, 
she seemed a bit more upbeat about 
the process.

“It’s hard,” she said, “but I’m getting 
better at it. My grades aren’t great, but 
when I started, I hadn’t been in a 
classroom for twenty-five years, so I 
think I’m doing pretty good.” She was 
trying to get some credit for the work 
she’d done toward her CASAC, which 
would knock almost a year off her 
studies. “But you know how it is. They 
tell you to get the CASAC, so you get 
the CASAC. Then they say you need 
the bachelor’s, so you go get that. 
Probably when I’m done with this, 
they’ll say I need a master’s.”

I asked her if she thought it 
would be worth all the work—all 
the time and money—in the end.

“Oh, definitely,” she said. “When 
I get my degree, it’s going to be a 
whole different ball game.” n
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